XXI
THE ORDEAL OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE IN THE
THIRD CENTURY a. d.
T
HE reign of the Emperor Commodus, the son of Marcus
Aurelius, ends the period of enlightened despotism and
also begins anew period of bloodshedandmisery, in which
the main feature is the power possessed by the army to settle
at will the destiny of the state.   The army, once the servant of
the empire, became its master, and acted through rulers whom
.it raised up and pulled down according to its own caprice
and for no obvious reasons.
Commodus reigned from A. D. 180 to 192. A second Nero
or Domitian, he recalls the worst rulers of the Julian and
Claudian dynasties. Entirely absorbed in himself, he spent
his life in continuous debauchery, and in gratifying his morbid
passion for the gladiator's art. Administration and military
affairs were neglected ; he relied entirely upon the praetorian
guards, and was hardly at all in touch with the provincial
armies. The natural consequence followed : just as under
Domitian, a strong opposition arose and took the same line
of action. It was the immediate result of a peace concluded
by Commodus with the Germans, which was considered by
the higher classes of the empire treasonable and shameful.
The emperor replied by violent measures : senators were put
to death and their property confiscated. This violence led
eventually to a palace plot which cost the emperor his life.
As in a. d. 69, the ' year of the four emperors % the success
of the plot led to civil war. The provincial armies took
advantage of the death of Commodus to raise their favourites
to the throne. The Senate elected M. Helvins Pertinax to
the vacant place, hoping that he would restore the tradition
of the Antonines. But Pertinax was soon put to death by
the praetorians, who had been utterly ruined by the indulgence
of Commodus. They then sold the succession to Didius
Julianus, a wealthy senator. The provincial armies refused
to accept the dictation of the praetorians; and Lucius
Septimius Severus, the commander of the Pannonian armies
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